“A Bejeweled Blind”: Gaze, Gender, and the Body in Medieval Japanese Buddhist Literature by Petersen, Haley
“A BEJEWELED BLIND”: 






A thesis submitted to the faculty at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in partial 








              Approved by:                            
        Barbara R. Ambros 
  Jessica A. Boon 






brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk































Haley Petersen: “A Bejeweled Blind”: Gaze, Gender, and the Body in Medieval Japanese 
Buddhist Literature 
(Under the direction of Barbara R. Ambros) 
 
 Otogi-zōshi, or “companion tales,” are an under-studied but crucial component of 
Japanese literary history. Like many otogi-zōshi, the story of “The Seven Nuns” was written in 
the simplified vernacular and targeted almost exclusively to a female audience. While it is a 
highly didactic Buddhist tale addressing numerous concerns of medieval Japanese women, the 
story of the Seventh Nun in particular offers a break in the narrative structure, complicating ideas 
of gender, sexuality, and the body. 
 Using the tale of the Seventh Nun as a framework, this thesis examines the fluidity of 
gender roles and sexuality, ambiguous understandings of the feminized body, and the ways in 
which gender is constructed and subverted. Furthermore, the story offers insight into the 
adaptability of soteriological Buddhist texts as they spoke to women while challenging 
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A Glimpse between the Blinds
 
“The hinged door at the far corner was open . . . It was thus, he thought, that a lady invited her 
downfall.”1  
 
This quote from The Tale of Genji, a masterpiece of courtly Japanese literature often 
referred to as the world’s first novel, represents just one instance of many such scenes of 
seduction captured within that text. Hoping to arrange a meeting with his lover, the protagonist 
Genji finds every door shut to him save one, wherein he happens upon an unfamiliar woman, 
who somewhat upsets both Genji and the audience’s expectations of a chance kaimami by 
wandering the grounds beyond an unlocked door. Though the lady does not intend to be viewed 
and taken by Genji outright, there is still the literary assumption that a woman will get herself 
into trouble by taking any initiative or allowing herself to be seen. 
The motif of viewing and being viewed, culminating in a sudden realization of attraction 
to the vague form imagined beyond is a paradigmatic form of seduction within premodern 
Japanese literature, one that exhibits itself across the spectrum from flirtatious and romantic to 
disturbingly violent or tragically beautiful.2 This trope, known as kaimami, is a common catalyst 
                                                 
1 Murasaki Shikibu, The Tale of Genji, translated by Edward G. Seidensticker (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), 
151. 
 
2 Doris G. Bargen, Mapping Courtship and Kinship in Classical Japan: The Tale of Genji and its Predecessors 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2015), 2. 
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of romantic courtship, wherein the obstructing structure may manifest in the form of decorative 
screens, jeweled blinds, or cracks found in a fence or hedge, to name but a few.3 However, its 
stylistic influence is by no means limited to the courtly literature of ancient Japan, that is to say, 
the Heian period, which is dated from 794CE to 1185CE and often heralded as a golden age.4 
Though various manifestations of kaimami scenes appear throughout The Tale of Genji, this 
trope predates the text in ancient poetry and fiction. A kaimami scene also marks the beginning 
of Ise monogatari, or The Tales of Ise, a collection of poems and short stories predating The Tale 
of Genji, wherein the potential suitor first catches sight of two beautiful women through some 
sort of obfuscating device, which serves as the catalyst for his first experience of true love.5 As 
such, kaimami scenes are just one example of the popularity of allusive imagery that persists 
throughout Japanese literary history. 
While The Tale of Genji and its ilk of highly poetic and aristocratic Japanese literature 
certainly offer deep insight into the ways in which such themes as love, sex, beauty, and the body 
may be conceptualized, these themes and motifs persist in the medieval period as well. Shedding 
many of the popular literary styles and conventions of the previous eras, the fictive tales of 
medieval Japan, known as otogi-zōshi, looked instead to well-known tales from the Heian court 
for inspiration. Holding these poetry-infused narrative structures as the paradigm of beauty, 
class, and art, tropes of Heian fiction were now applied to and enjoyed by commoners, religious 
leaders, and warriors, whose lack of education did not deter them in their pursuit of the cultural 
                                                 
 
3 Kaimami (垣間見) literally translates to “looking through a chink (in a fence) or gap (in a hedge),” in addition to 
the literary trope I have described. Translated by the author. 
 
4 See Donald Keene, Seeds in the Heart: Japanese Literature from Earliest Times to the Late Sixteenth Century 
(New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1993), 477-543.  
 
5 Peter MacMillan, trans., The Tales of Ise (London: Penguin Classics, 2016), 3. 
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arts in order to project an air of class and refinement.6 The authorship of all but one of over four 
hundred extant otogi-zōshi are unknown, and even in that case, the author’s identity is uncertain.7 
However, because court literature now enjoyed widespread popularity, and only basic literacy 
was required to compose these stories, the authors were most likely lower-class or uprooted 
aristocrats, common townspeople, and itinerant members of the clergy.8  
This new genre of short fiction flourished in Japan’s Muromachi and early Edo periods, 
dating roughly from the early 14th through the early 17th century.9 The term otogi-zōshi itself 
may be translated as “attendants’ tales,” referring to the type of brief and entertaining story-
performances recited by companions to their superiors during the Muromachi period, when 
Japan was in a state of civil war.10 As the scholar Donald Keene points out, the term itself is 
anachronistic, having been coined in the modern period, though the study of the otogi-zōshi 
genre is still comparatively new, and this term is the one that remains most utilized both within 
the field and by the popular audience of readers.11 
Due to the subsequent shifts in subject matter, narrative structure, and audience, these 
medieval tales depict characters whose values and bodily experiences interrogate and 
problematize the very tropes upon which the stories rest. Such stories therefore “represent a cross 
                                                 
6 Keene, Seeds in the Heart, 1092. 
 
7 Ibid., 1092. 
 
8 Virginia Skord, Tales of Tears and Laughter: Short Fiction of Medieval Japan (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 1991), 5. 
 
9Otogi-zōshi (御伽草子) may be alternatively translated as companions’ tales or novels or as kana-zōshi (仮名草子, 
stories written in kana, the phonetic Japanese syllabary). Translated by the author. 
 
10 Keene, Seeds in the Heart, 1092. 
 
11 Ibid., 1119-20n.6. Other terms for this genre offered by Japanese and English-language scholars include tanpen 
shōsetsu (短編小説, literally “short stories”), chūsei shōsetsu (中世小説, “medieval stories”) and Muromachi 




section of medieval Japan in its richness and complexity, a panoply of life teeming with all the 
possibilities and contradictions of the age,” and offer valuable insight into the ways in which 
various members of medieval Japanese society were represented, entertained, and conceived of.12 
Moreover, because these stories served as the setting upon which classical poetry and literature, 
Buddhist pedagogy, and cultural morality converged, otogi-zōshi functioned as a means of 
education to the masses by itinerant priests a teachers to an overwhelmingly female audience.13  
As such, I would like to bring in a consideration of gaze theory, which emerges from 
studies and critiques of “women’s pictures” produced in Hollywood between 1930 and 1960. 
Like otogi-zōshi, early American cinema produced by men and aimed at women includes various 
repetitive stereotypes as they are constructed within a patriarchal system, which are nevertheless 
subtly subverted by the women who filled such roles in tandem with an actual audience of 
women who viewed them.14 While the subject matter is marketed as speaking to the real-life 
concerns and values of its female audience, the inclusion of madcap plot elements that border on 
the fantastical and caricatures of women that initially come across as misogynistic must take into 
account the gaze of the audience and the ways in which the individual chooses to construct and 
recast the events in accordance with their own backgrounds and interests.15 I argue, therefore, 
that the attitudes and depictions of the characters within these texts, as well as the ways in which 
they were marketed to or reflective of the audiences who enjoyed them, provide the modern-day 
                                                 
12 Skord, Tales of Tears and Laughter, 1. 
 
13 R. Keller Kimbrough, Monsters, Animals, and Other Worlds: A Collection of Short Medieval Japanese Tales, 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 3-4. 
 
14 Jeanine Basinger, A Woman’s View: How Hollywood Spoke to Women, 1930-1960 (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1993), 4-5. 
 




scholar a space through which they may look in on those who are usually hidden from the gaze 
of official cultural and literary histories.  
 One such narrative, “The Seven Nuns,” is a Buddhist didactic tale that offers the reader 
seven accounts of female characters whose lives lead them, by means of various trials and 
tribulations, to renounce the world and become Buddhist nuns.16 Belonging to the subgenre of 
otogi-zōshi known as zangemono, or revelatory tales, the story is primarily intended to transmit 
the teachings of Buddhism rather than merely for entertainment value, and are largely assumed 
to have clerical authorship.17 While the particular narrative structure and literary allusions found 
within “The Seven Nuns” strongly suggest that it was composed and circulated in the late 
medieval period, the earliest extant texts emerge from the printing boom of Japan’s 17th 
century.18 A more recent publication of “Shichinin bikuni,” translated as “The Seven Nuns” in 
the original classical Japanese may be found in the 2003 collection Kana-zōshi shūsei or 
Compendium of Early Edo-Period Short Stories, as well as Margaret Helen Childs’ English 
translation from 1991 in Rethinking Sorrow.  
While each nun’s tale addresses an array of concerns and practices apparently inherent to 
the lives of medieval Japanese women, this thesis takes as its focus the climax of the work, the 
story of the Seventh Nun, which takes up the threads of such issues as love, lust, gender, 
sexuality, the body, and salvation, all over the course of her tragic tale. Lovingly echoing the 
modus operandi of courtship found within its Heian literary predecessors, the impetus for the 
                                                 
16 “Shichinin bikuni.” [“The Seven Nuns.”] Kana-zōshi shūsei [Compendium of Early Edo-Period Short Stories], 
Haruhiko Asakura, ed. (Tōkyō: Tōkyōdō shuppan, 2003), Vol. 34: 97-174. 
 
17 Margaret Helen Childs, Rethinking Sorrow: Revelatory Tales of Late Medieval Japan (Ann Arbor: The University 
of Michigan Center for Japanese Studies, 1991), 1. Zangemono, (懺悔物, “revelatory” or “confessional tales” fall 
within the category of “religious awakening stories” (発心談 hosshindan) of otogi-zōshi. 
 




Seventh Nun’s sexual, and later spiritual, awakening, is that of a chance kaimami.19 While many 
such iterations of kaimami persist throughout Japanese literature, in the case of the Seventh Nun, 
her own glimpse through the blinds repositions her elsewhere, sometimes across or completely 
apart from the boundaries of gender and sexuality as they appear to be understood within other 
works of the time, or even when compared to the stories of the other nuns.  
While it is my intent to complicate the notions of gender and sexuality at play within 
these medieval tales, I do not do so merely for the sake of applying theory. Bernard Faure, in his 
discussion of sex and sexuality within Japanese Buddhism, suggests that “feminist scholars tend 
to project current normative conceptions and ideologies onto past cultures, and thus . . . 
perpetuate anachronisms.”20 However, Faure’s own construction of gender within his work 
functions a bit anachronistically as well, dividing the population cleanly along what he refers to 
as gendered lines: “men” and “women.” While Faure does detail an array of experiences of 
power, sexuality, and the body found within his research, he fails to include a space for those 
who do not necessarily adhere to a distinct and binary-based categorization throughout the 
course of their lifetimes. I therefore pay special attention to the ways in which gender and 
sexuality are depicted and understood (or not) within these medieval tales and their Heian 
precedents. 
Modern feminist scholarship and gender studies question the production of gendered 
binaries mapped along a man/woman dichotomy, Afsaneh Najmabadi asserts that this concept 
itself is “a modern imperative . . . [which] has since become a template for categories of modern 
                                                 
19 Bargen, Mapping Courtship and Kinship in Classical Japan, 2. 
 





sexuality.”21 As Najmabadi deftly notes, a modern gaze into premodern constructions of varying 
and shifting gender expressions functions as a type of heteronormative amnesia, quick to lump 
any and all deviations from the masculine/feminine binary into positions of alterity, ignoring the 
actuality of the spaces through which they move and their inclusion within the cultural and social 
sphere.22 Comparable to Najmabadi’s own work on 19th century Iran, the world of medieval 
Japan similarly saw a reconstruction of the private and public domains, as well as a turning away 
from or outright rejection of these depictions of dynamic sexualities and gender identities in 
otogi-zōshi with the advent of modernity. 
The ways in which the characters in the story of the Seventh Nun alone navigate their 
own understandings of the body, gender, and sexuality suggest a much more fluid and complex 
system than has previously been conceived. The vast majority of the story speaks directly to a 
female audience, not only within the framework of Buddhist devotion through renunciation, but 
also touching upon a number of prevailing concerns found within their daily existence. As 
mentioned above, these stories reflected the lives of common people, and while priests and 
warriors were frequent characters, the nuns’ lives prior to their spiritual awakenings adhere less 
closely to priestly narratives, but rather offer guidance and insight for the general population of 
women. Additionally, the accompanying illustrations to the story, which were meant to further 
engage and entice the audience’s attention, function rather like the explicative scrolls and 
paintings employed by itinerant nuns (such as those in the story) to preach directly to lay women, 
which became an increasingly popular means of proselytization for and by women within the 
                                                 
21Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women with Mustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian 





medieval period.23 While the earliest written record of “The Seven Nuns” dates to the early Edo 
period, it is composed in the simple vernacular language of otogi-zōshi that was commonly 
advertised directly to women.24 Therefore, the content and subject matter of the story of “The 
Seven Nuns” was almost certainly read by several generations of women, who found the lurid 
drama encountered by the nuns on their various paths to salvation as entertaining, educational, 
and in many ways, familiar.  
The narrative structure of the story of “The Seven Nuns” not only functions as a means 
through which to weave the various revelations of each of the women into a cohesive whole, but 
also sets the character of the Seventh Nun apart, the manner through which this thesis considers 
in detail. The tale features a pair of vague and judgmental narrators who guide the stories-within-
a-story, which essentially “amount to two lengthy sermons.”25 Like many Japanese tales, the 
beginning of the story devotes some time to naming specific places and time periods in order to 
establish an air of legitimacy and garner attention for the events to come.26 
The general format of the text outlines the events of a single evening wherein a number 
of nuns traveling to a famous temple seek shelter at an inn wherein the nun in charge of the 
establishment offers a bath service to all pilgrims.27 Overhearing the nuns discussing their faith, 
the proprietress is struck with awe, and humbly asks the nuns to share their stories. Throughout 
the course of the evening, each nun in turn details the events in her life which led to her sudden 
                                                 
23See Barbara Ruch, “Woman to Woman: Kumano Bikuni Proselytizers” in Engendering Faith: Women and 
Buddhism in Premodern Japan, edited by Barbara Ruch (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Center for 
Japanese Studies, 2002) 537-80. 
 
24Skord, Tales of Tears and Laughter, 9.  
 
25 Childs, Rethinking Sorrow, 161. 
 




revelation and eventual renouncing. Each nun’s tale exemplifies one of the forms of Buddhist 
suffering, in particular how it may manifest across the bounds of class, gender, and personality, 
evidenced by the variety and range of characters within each section. As Childs points out, 
though love triangles occur no less than four times throughout the story, each instance is resolved 
in a different way with vacillating degrees of judgment on the part of the narrator.28 
Prior to each tale’s denouement, then, the reader is privy to a portrait of life in medieval 
Japan featuring women across various social hierarchies as they deal with the realities of being 
female at the time, or at the very least, common conceptions of womanhood and femininity. The 
aforementioned love triangles speak to the changing situation of the status of women in the 
medieval period. Unlike the previous Heian and Kamakura periods, which defined women by 
their parental household and allowed them a fair amount of inheritance rights, by the fourteenth 
century the establishment of a patrilineal household became the norm. Following marriage, 
women were no longer considered a member of their birth family, and their bodies were 
primarily conceived of as vehicles for the production of offspring for the husband’s line.29  
Furthermore, polygynous households were common for upper-class women, with several 
of such arrangements being depicted within “The Seven Nuns.”30 Accordingly, many of the 
women in the tale recount their struggles with jealousy and betrayal. In one instance, a woman is 
so infuriated by her new husband’s immediate acquisition of a young concubine that she allows 
her jealousy to completely overtake her, resulting in her literal transformation into a spiteful, 
snakelike demon. While such an event is undoubtedly fantastical, it is reflective of both Buddhist 
                                                 
28 Childs, Rethinking Sorrow, 161-2. 
 
29 Barbara R. Ambros, Women in Japanese Religions, (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 77.   
 




and cultural perceptions of women’s emotions at the time, as will be discussed in further detail in 
a later chapter. According to the medieval Japanese Buddhist understanding, to be born in a 
female body was to be inherently unclean, sinful, malicious, and dishonest. The exhibition of 
jealousy in particular was considered to be almost exclusive to women.31 Demonic 
transformation triggered by female lust and jealousy was therefore a common motif in medieval 
Japanese literature, and its inclusion in “The Seven Nuns” does not merely reinforce stereotyped 
behavior. Rather, its inclusion acknowledges the very real anxieties and emotions felt by women 
at the time, while also offering hope through salvation, as the nun in question is able to overcome 
her fate by meditating on the Lotus Sutra. 
After the visiting nuns share their stories, the proprietress tells her own tale of how she 
came to renounce the world and establish the inn. Each story, tinged with significant scenes of 
tragedy and faith, often results in an ambivalent attitude towards the women. In some cases, the 
misfortune that befalls them is through no fault of their own; in other instances, the decision to 
renounce is not an easy one, nor is it presented as being the most desirable course of action for 
the woman involved. 
It is at this point that the Seventh Nun interjects, until this point having concealed herself 
behind a partition and falling asleep. Dismissing the other women’s stories as nothing more than 
“’talking in [one’s] sleep,’ . . . teary encounter[s devoid of] true revelations,” she rejects the 
seemingly sentimental issues which guided the other nuns to renounce the world by delivering a 
powerful and extended sermon on the transient nature of the world and the self, before departing 
the inn entirely.32 The Seventh Nun’s own story of renunciation, then, is unique in the text due to 
                                                 
31 Ibid., 90-1. 
 




the fact that it is related by an unnamed and unknown narrator, severing the voice of Seventh 
Nun from her own story, further obfuscating her dramatic journey and profound insights into a 
series of shadows playing across a screen.  
It is revealed by the informant that, prior to her renunciation of the world, the Seventh 
Nun was the daughter of a retired emperor, whose beauty was said to be so exquisite that she was 
promised early in life to the future emperor, and thus known as the imperial princess.33 Like 
many female characters in Japanese literature, the Seventh Nun’s given name is not offered in 
the story. The other nuns are referred to in relation to their fathers or husbands, although one nun 
ashamedly mentions her childhood name, and another the pseudonym she uses while working as 
a prostitute. After her renunciation, the Seventh Nun is referred to as Kon Amida Butsu, an 
interesting Buddhist alias that I will address in greater detail in the third chapter.  
The princess’s downfall, so to speak, occurs when she happens to glimpse a beautiful 
dancing boy among the emperor’s party. Hanawaka, as he is called, is renowned as much for his 
beauty as he is in his skill as a dancer. As the guests drink and watch Hanawaka dance among the 
blossoming trees, the boy is encouraged by the emperor to present a cup of wine to the princess’s 
father. As he approaches the retired emperor, the bejeweled blind is suddenly parted by a chance 
breeze, and the princess catches a direct glimpse of the boy, instantly and hopelessly falling in 
love with him.34  
Though a relationship is impossible for them (once again, because the princess is spoken 
for by no one less than the emperor himself, and not due to the intricate and perplexing nature of 
                                                 
33 Ibid., 135. 
34 While Hanawaka likewise espies the princess, and is forced to contend with his own feelings of attraction, the 
ways in which the pair are presented offer a marked departure from the expectations of a literary kaimami, which I 




the pair’s respective identities), Hanawaka composes a poem for the princess, an 
overwhelmingly familiar plot device employed by most everyone within the Genji and 
throughout otogi-zōshi.35 Hanawaka describes the sublime sorrow he is experiencing in his 
pining for her, concluding his verse with “the pillow phrase tama sudare, ‘a bejeweled blind,’” 
which, as Childs notes, “alludes both to the blind that opened briefly by accident and the blind 
that properly separates them.”36 Though the pair lament on the misery they are sure to face 
should their love affair be discovered, they eventually reach the conclusion that they cannot live 
without one another. The princess then throws back the bejeweled blind, leaving her comfortable 
and predetermined life behind in order to run away with Hanawaka.  
The princess and Hanawaka make their escape from the imperial capital accompanied 
only by her wet-nurse, and though they exchange vows of love with one another, the profound 
beauty possessed by the pair render them unable to blend into the world of the common folk. 
With the extenuating circumstances of the princess’ star-crossed love affair established, the tale 
quickly veers into an extravagant amalgamation of sex and violence. As Childs points out, this 
final tale in the story also serves as its apogee: following the Seventh Nun’s extended and 
“difficult lecture on the nature of abiding qualities versus transient phenomena, the weary reader 
is indulged with a rather spicy drama.”37 The bounds of gender and sexuality are further 
muddled, setting in motion the events that culminate in the princess’s profound religious 
awakening.  
                                                 
35 Keene, Seeds in the Heart, 1093. 
 
36 Childs, “The Seven Nuns,” in Rethinking Sorrow, n.87. 
 
37 Childs, Rethinking Sorrow, 166. 
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By considering the shifting constructions of gender, sexuality, and the body as they are 
presented throughout the extraordinary events of the Seventh Nun’s life, I will incorporate 
contemporaneous understandings of these themes that lend well to the manner in which the 
characters and audience of otogi-zōshi navigate the world in medieval Japan. I have organized 
the chapters of this thesis thematically, while also using as a framework the three significant 
parts of the Seventh Nun’s story in chronological order. The first chapter, “The Eye and the ‘I’: 
Reshaping Beauty through Being,” examines the conception of gender within premodern Japan 
and its application within literary depictions of courtship. Detailing several instances of kaimami 
from popular Heian sources as well as within other otogi-zōshi, I argue that the character of the 
Seventh Nun not only takes on a traditionally male role within the relationship, but that she and 
her lover adhere more closely to male-male romantic narratives prevalent at the time. I consider 
depictions of gender and the ways in which characters are able to move within and across such 
spaces of categorization to similar characters in contemporaneous art and literature, as well as in 
a number of well-known Heian works. By considering the language used to discuss such 
concepts of gender, sexuality, and aesthetics throughout these stories, the texts offer a wider and 
more fluid approach to these constructs within medieval and early modern Japan.  
 The second chapter, “’A Confused Tangle of Emotions’: Rethinking Female Sexuality 
and Sin,” looks at the ways in which female sexuality was conceived of within medieval 
Japanese Buddhism. Pointing out the various inconsistencies at play in the story, as well as in the 
actual devotional practices as lived by contemporaneous women, I argue that many key 
principles found within medieval Buddhist doctrine are not necessarily reflective of the beliefs 
held by adherents. The Seventh Nun’s sexual experiences at once reinforce the inherent violence 
and misogynistic stereotyping found not only in the stories of other nuns, but across Japanese 
14 
 
literature. However, the specificities of her story suggest a further blurring of the sexual roles 
available for women, as well as the potential for strength and salvation in the face of adversity. 
The third chapter, “’A Self is an Illusion’: Rejecting the Body in Buddhism,” addresses 
the conception of the female body with Buddhism, while also expanding upon ideas of the self 
and one’s physical form as they are envisioned in concurrent devotional texts by nuns and the 
laity. I also trace the transformation of the Seventh Nun’s physical body, not only as it functions 
within the story, but in similar literary and didactic tales that both encourage and condemn the 
shedding of a sexualized female form in order to achieve salvation. Contrasting the Seventh 
Nun’s experiences with Buddhist hagiographic literature, I argue that the role of the body and 
portrayal of femininity within the text subverts common didactic exercises of renunciation. 
Taking into account the content of and the ways in which the self is portrayed within the Seventh 
Nun’s sermon, I argue that her mastery of the self simultaneously elevates her as a great hero 
within the Zen tradition. However, the Seventh Nun’s significance as a profoundly enlightened 
being simultaneously casts her as one far beyond and apart from other women. In all, her sermon 
further emphasizes an ambivalence towards female bodies in medieval Japan, and to a greater 
extent, the human condition, the fluidity of which can be ascertained from such narratives. 
Taken together, the various transgressions occurring throughout story of the Seventh Nun 
call into question the construction and understanding of gender and the body within medieval 
Japanese Buddhism. As such, even a quick glimpse behind the bejeweled blind reveals a number 







The Eye and the “I”: Recasting Beauty through the Body
The circumstances of the kaimami, as well as the manner in which the story portrays both 
the princess and her lover, borrow heavily from the format as it appears in The Tale of Genji. 
While the prevalence of such stylistic homages in medieval otogi-zōshi are relatively sacrosanct, 
what distinguishes the scene from other iterations is the apparent ease through which the princess 
is coded as the stereotypical pursuing lover in a male/male romantic affair. As such, I will 
discuss the ways in which aesthetics, beauty, and gender were understood and written about in 
the Heian context by examining a number of literary and poetic sources from that period. Rooted 
within Heian poetry, the Japanese conception of beauty is irrevocably tied to the natural world, 
particularly trees and flowers. Because flowers represented soft beauty, often evoking femininity, 
beautiful women were almost always compared to their delicacy, the most stunning examples of 
which were likened to cherry blossoms, signifying the Heian obsession with ephemerality.38 
Within the tale, however, it is the young dancer who takes on the role of the ephemerally 
beautiful woman.  
In addition, this chapter will examine male love within other otogi-zōshi, taking into 
account the depictions of the young dancer, which further blur the boundaries between gender 
and sexuality. Highlighting the emphasis on aesthetics and beauty rather than physical sex, I 
                                                 
38 Taketo Kurokawa, “Characteristic of the Aesthetics of Japanese by the ancient times poetry” (Bulletin of JSSD 





argue that the story posits a more flexible understanding of gender and gender roles in medieval 
Japan. Moreover, in its ability to depict a love affair between a young girl and beautiful dancer as 
one fraught with homoeroticism suggests a separation, or at least more malleable means of 
traversing across one’s own gender and sexuality. By thinking through these concepts alongside 
apposite queer and feminist scholarship, I argue that the various ways through which the 
characters are able to express these ideals offers greater possibilities for such gendered and 
sexualized schemas than would modern constructs of binary-based heteronormativity. 
Famously posited by Judith Butler, the notion of gender itself functions independent of 
the body, and only in accordance within the cultural and social spaces that construct it.39 As 
such, all depictions of the gendered body in premodern Japanese narratives must be considered 
in tandem with the socially-prescribed expectations of how that gender is performed. While this 
thesis will outline the various ways in which multiple genders are expressed and transgressed 
throughout Japanese literature, I do not discount the reality or importance of sex-based roles and 
segregation in Heian Japan. During this period, women virtually spent their entire lives hidden 
behind screens and blinds, living cloistered in separate residences which were carefully 
maintained to limit their interactions with the outside world, in addition to the opposite sex.40 
Accordingly, the game of kaimami as a means of concomitant meeting and seduction was 
practically invaluable for the nobles of the Heian period. So too would the female members be 
sequestered behind a blind in order to indirectly partake in the garden entertainments put on for 
the aristocracy.41  
                                                 
39 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York and London: Routledge 
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Thus, the kaimami scene in “The Seven Nuns” is highly reminiscent of many such 
instances of kaimami within The Tale of Genji. While such extreme measures of concealment 
were no longer in place during the medieval period, the setting of the scene is certainly meant to 
evoke affinities to the elegance of courtly literature. As mentioned above, such allusions to the 
great classics of the Heian period were commonplace within otogi-zōshi, albeit with less stylistic 
flair. Whereas the flowery language of ancient courtly texts utilized carefully selected pillow 
phrases and poetic references in order to demonstrate the author’s clever wordplay and literary 
knowledge, their inclusion in otogi-zōshi were more akin to platitudes, with some stock phrases 
and selections repeated within the same text.42  
As mentioned above, the ephemeral, flowerlike beauty so synonymous with Heian 
aethetics is deeply, sometimes overly injected into the text, though it is not the princess who 
receives the poetic treatment. While the her beauty is mentioned only in passing, to be 
understood that she is so special that even a brief glimpse of her attests to her loveliness, the 
most lavish descriptions are reserved for Hanawaka, whose very name may be understood to 
mean “Young Flower.”43 When Hanawaka goes to present a cup of wine to his audience, he 
elegantly hides himself behind a fan, reciting a line of poetry which references the falling cherry 
blossoms around him. The text notes that “Hanawaka himself might have been taken for a 
blossom. A heavenly being would surely look just as he looked then.”44 It is at this critical 
moment that the wind parts the curtains and the princess gazes upon him in all his glory. The 
circumstances of this viewing subtly subvert the traditional structure of kaimami. Hanawaka is 
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portrayed as a passive figure, the viewed rather than the viewer, and thus more akin to the female 
role in accordance with stylistic conventions. While he is separated by a screen from the 
princess, he also over the course of his dance coquettishly hides himself behind a fan, yet another 
obstruction commonly utilized within the kaimami construct.45  
Another complicating factor in this instance is the figure of Hanawaka as an object of 
desire. While his profound beauty is appealing to the princess, he was already on display, so to 
speak, for the erotic gazes of the male members of the imperial party. In the context of Heian 
Japan, a woman taking up the role of viewer, and thus sexual aggressor to the male who is 
viewed, was a very rare occurrence depicted as “a departure from the social norm” which elicits 
an astonished reaction on the parts of both the passive male character and the reader.46 However, 
Bargen argues that a distinction between heterosexuality and homosexuality did not exist as such 
in the Heian court, as numerous examples of literature and poetry from the time celebrate 
romantic and sexual relationships between a panoply of gender pairings.47 Indeed, I echo the 
sentiments put forth by Michel Foucault that homosexuality as we understand it today has no 
precedence outside of 19th century Europe; it is only with the advent of such modern 
classifications that named and distinct sexualities and the moral hierarchies inscribed therein 
came into being.48  
In premodern Japan, one’s sexuality was only dependent upon the type of sex one was 
currently engaging in: while some (almost exclusively male) figures are mentioned to be onna-
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girai or nanshoku-girai (averse to women or male-male sex, respectively), it is regarded as a 
point of alterity, as exclusively heterosexual or homosexual attraction, as these terms are 
understood today, was not conceived of in a similar manner in premodern Japan.49 Therefore, my 
discussion of sexuality and gender within ancient and medieval Japanese history takes for 
granted the relative fluidity and instability of such roles within their own times and spaces. 
By the medieval period, sexual relationships between men were fairly commonplace, 
especially among established monks and younger men who would incite their desire. As such, 
beautiful young boys as archetypes of passivity and grace within these unions were quite 
common both in otogi-zōshi and in actual practice. While the occurrence of sexual desire within 
Buddhism may initially appear to be at odds with the teachings of the tradition, especially in 
regards to one’s journey to enlightenment by shedding all forms of attachment which cause 
suffering and deter from the perfection of the self. Moreover, sexual desire among monks was 
initially condemned not only in accordance with the teachings of the Buddha, but also within 
medieval Japan due to its associations of the impurity, pollution, and corruption inherent in 
female bodies, which would only further prevent monks for reaching nirvana.50 However, an 
emphasis on the relationship between master and pupil within esoteric Japanese Buddhism, and 
its understanding as something distinct from needful desire incited by women, led to the 
cultivation of male relationships into deeply romantic, and sometimes sexual bonds.51 It was 
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therefore not uncommon for monks to enter love affairs with younger acolytes, or in many cases, 
with attractive young men they met while traveling or visiting temples.52  
Many otogi-zōshi concerning the lives of priests therefore function as love stories 
between men. Numerous tales hearken back to famous scenes and lines from The Tale of Genji, 
employing a type of “textual cross-dressing,” as characters are able to move between recognized 
forms of gendered performance regardless of physical sex or primary expressions of gender 
identity.53 Therefore, literary allusions to key figures from the Genji that may recast a male 
monastic as a pining woman, or his artist lover as a passive female, as the princess and 
Hanawaka are envisioned within “The Seven Nuns,” would not be considered transgressive to 
premodern audiences, as the characters always had the option to, and often did, embody 
numerous expressions of gender and sexuality over the duration of a story.54 In the case of “The 
Seven Nuns,” however, the princess departs from the cultural and literary norm by starting out as 
a woman in the tale, as the option for women to shift in role and positionality was considered a 
rarity at best, if not outright immoral. 
While various iterations of the viewer(s) and the viewed suggest a multitude of gender 
and sexual identities at play within the texts, direct comparison of kaimami scenes offer further 
insight into the ways in which the princess’s case is meant to be understood. As noted above, a 
female character acting as sexual aggressor to a man is usually presented along with heavy 
moralistic judgment. In the Genji, the most comparable scenario occurs when Genji purposefully 
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arranges for his love interest to happen upon him as he performs a dance in a garden.55 Not only 
is the physical setting of the scene reminiscent of “The Seven Nuns,” wherein the female takes 
the role of observer in a relatively public, outside space, but the orchestration of a dance by a 
man as the means of seduction is also comparable. However, the female in this instance is 
actually subject to gaze upon Genji due to his machinations, as opposed to her own desires or 
agency, relegating her still to the passive role. 
Another otogi-zōshi that includes a female viewing a male is depicted within a tale of 
medieval nobility.56 In this instance, the author even more explicitly shoehorns in references to 
The Tale of Genji and the phenomenon of kaimami. Both lovers experience prophetic dreams of 
one another, and reenact several famous journeys found within the Genji, but it is only when the 
male half of the pair recounts his dream to his companions that the woman recognizes his voice 
from her own vision, and peeks into the room through a crack in the door (which is naturally 
purported in the story as being the very same room wherein Murasaki Shikibu composed The 
Tale of Genji).57 While the male character does take on the role of the observed within the story, 
his own reenactment of The Tale of Genji nevertheless returns him to a masculine, heroic role. 
However, while it is perhaps more analogous to consider the depiction of the princess and 
Hanawaka to stories of erotic love between a religious authority (that is to say, a monk), and a 
beautiful young man, it is worth emphasizing, that though the princess eventually becomes a 
nun, she is not in such a position at this point in the story. Therefore, the expected dynamics of 
power and gender roles in such a relationship are not at play here, and further disrupt the 
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audience’s expectations that the princess would be passive on the basis of her gender or 
dominant due to moral or religious privilege. 
While The Tale of Genji was the Heian pinnacle of romantic allusion to be drawn upon 
by otogi-zōshi, other tales from this period, which were also known to medieval audiences, do 
include instances of women rejecting their prescribed gender roles and taking on guises 
recognized as more traditionally masculine. “The Lady who Loved Insects” (“Mushi mezuru 
himegimi”), a story from Tsutsumi Chūnagon monogatari (The Riverside Counselor’s Stories), is 
regarded as one of the few extant examples of late vernacular Heian fiction known to have been 
written by a man.58 Detailing the wacky exploits of a young woman who prefers to collect and 
admire insects rather than adhere to the stereotypical aspirations of beauty and marriage those 
around her wish her to embody, the titular lady espouses her fascination with “ugly” insects in a 
provocative fashion – she attests that the value of crickets and silkworms and the like may not be 
obvious on the surface, but produces something, rather than mere beauty in the manner of 
butterflies and flowers, which she sees as glorified decoration.59 As such, she develops a bad 
reputation among her fellow courtiers, and attempts to hide herself behind screens and blinds 
during her daily insect-hunts, rather than bring shame upon her family. Stories of her oddness 
persist, however, and a curious noble dresses up as a woman in order to get a closer look at her 
through the fence surrounding her home. Ultimately, the lady rejects the marriage proposal, and 
the tale ends as he leaves, laughing at the lady’s odd appearance and behavior.60  
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Certainly, this story may be read today as remarkably feminist and empowering. 
However, the manner in which she is presented would have been understood by premodern 
audiences as pure parody. Alluding to a number of occurrences and orchestrations of kaimami 
within Ise mongatari and Genji monogatari, among others, the inversion of genders and ironic 
outcome produces a highly comedic effect.61 The woman’s antics are presented as a series of 
caricatured faux-pas, her parents lamenting her brusque manner and social isolation, and her 
attendants and admirer openly laughing at her.62 Her appearance is described in similarly beastly 
terms: her teeth shine bright white like a demon, as she foregoes the traditional blackening 
favored by Heian nobles, and her eyebrows are thick, dark, and furry like the caterpillars she 
adores.63 Her admirer, when he sees her dressed in an inappropriate outfit and covered in vermin, 
laments that she could easily be beautiful, and what a shame it is that she is so strange, and has 
let herself go.64  
The scholar Robert L. Backus notes that most commentators of the tale have drawn 
parallels to a Heian-period Minister known as Fujiwara Munesuke, whose odd personality and 
peculiar habits, among them a fascination with bees and beekeeping, were often subtly mocked 
among the nobility.65 Moreover, the Minister is said to have had a daughter, who apparently 
inherited some aspects of her father’s eccentricity and, like the lady in the tale, never married.66 
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If indeed these figures were the inspirations for “The Lady who Loved Insects,” Backus suggests 
that the story may have been composed as a form of social commentary against the Minister and 
the disadvantages his eccentricities extended to his daughter.67 While it is not impossible that the 
lady’s sentiments may have been shared by courtly Heian women, the comedic tone of the story 
serves instead as a moralistic check rather than a call for individuality. 
Another famous tale from the Heian period similarly inverts the expectations of gender 
and gender roles, though in tone and presentation it is decidedly not parodic. Torikaebaya 
monogatari, translated into English as The Changelings, tells the story of a pair of siblings, who 
from an early age identify themselves as a male-gendered girl and female-gendered boy. In 
adulthood, they swap roles and live as their gendered, rather than sexed, selves, with the young 
lady, now living as a man, taking a courtly position (Chūnagon) and the young gentleman 
working as a lady-in-waiting (Naishi no kami). High melodrama proceeds through a series of 
sexual affairs, wherein the Chūnagon’s wife, Naishi no kami’s lover, and the Chūnagon all fall   
pregnant, culminating in the siblings once again switching occupations and gender roles. As can 
be discerned, the language used to refer to the characters as they navigate different positions at 
court and through gender performance continually blurs the lines of sex, gender, and sexuality at 
play within the tale.  
While the predisposition of the siblings to swap between opposing yet more traditionally-
constructed gender roles has been conceptualized by some modern scholars as representing 
Heian depictions and understandings of transgender issues, it is not treated as such within the tale 
itself.68 The siblings’ ordeals, though presented with profound empathy and sensitivity, is 
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nevertheless characterized throughout the story as being peculiar to the pair, in both senses of the 
word. Repeatedly referred to in strictly dichotomic terms laden with values of impropriety and 
strangeness, the siblings’ “correcting” switch “back” to the gender roles associated with their 
birth sexes and the end of the story functions similarly to the conclusion of “The Lady who 
Loved Insects” as a means of reigning in and containing such actions to the characters alone.69 
Unlike “The Lady who Loved Insects,” however, the siblings are not judged or ridiculed for their 
differences by the narrator or other characters. As in the story of “The Seven Nuns,” many 
elements of the tale come off as sensationalistic, but the plight of the characters are somberly 
considered, and are meant to elicit pathos on the part of the reader. 
While these ideas suggest a greater variety of sexual, gender, and bodily identities that 
fluctuate across different spaces, additional emphasis must be placed on the idea of beauty as the 
primary means of attraction, which even further blurs the boundaries of bodily expression. As 
many scholars contend, the cult of beauty within Japanese history is so intertwined with 
aesthetics and art that “a privileging of the aesthetic over the ethical and logical . . . [results in] 
artistic values [which are] accorded primacy over moral, rational, and other” iterations of 
culture.70 Dating back to the androgynous beauties found in the Genji, through the dancers and 
performers prevalent within the medieval and early Edo periods wherein these otogi-zōshi were 
composed, Saeki Junko argues that there was often little concern to distinguish between gender 
or sex when it came to beauty.71 Saeki contends that the supremacy of beauty within literature 
                                                 
69 Ibid., 351. 
70Steve Odin, Tragic Beauty in Whitehead and Japanese Aesthetics (London: Lexingham Books, 2016), 3.  
 
71 Saeki Junko, “Bijin no jidai” [Androgynous Beauty in Early Modern Japan”], in Bunmei to shite no Tokugawa 
Nihon [A Comparative Study of Early Modern Japanese Civilization], edited by Haga Tōru (Tokyo: Chūō Kōron 
Shinsha, 1993). 416. Japanese names within this essay are written in the traditional order, with the surname 





and art (wherein she closely examines contemporaneous depictions of late medieval and early 
Edo period beauties) often allow for the distinguishing of gender though name and title alone – 
the physical bodies and dress of men and women so closely mirror one another than even in a 
carnal context, the physical sexes of the figures are not always clear.72 
Moreover, an obsession with androgynous beauty may be traced across Japanese history, 
especially in the context of dancers akin to the character of Hanawaka. While the term and 
notion of androgyny itself still reinforces anachronistic binaries of masculinity and femininity, I 
incorporate it here with regards to the prevalence of androgyny studies within Japanese 
aesthetics and more particularly to the sexual model of a man coupled with a beautiful young 
performer whose gender expression was understood to be that of a culturally-recognized woman 
in a male body.73 Those whose beauty did not seem to fall into a clearly designated gender were 
often employed as dancers and performers at sacred events, as their androgyny was thought to be 
divinely marked as special beings.74 By the medieval period, beautiful (male-bodied) performers 
were wildly popular attractions at secular and religious events alike, dazzling audiences with 
their artistic skills in addition to their rare and exceptional beauty.75 
At the time of the composition of “The Seven Nuns,” therefore, we see a prevalence of 
such figures as Hanawaka. While generally assumed to be male-bodied, the primary indicator 
was an emphasis on aesthetics: possessing youthful and ambiguous beauty, often assumed to be 
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the younger or passive lover in male-male sexual relationships.76 However, with the passage into 
adulthood, or perhaps through entirely unrelated circumstances, such liminal beings are seen 
throughout art and literature as engaging in sexual relationships with women and young girls, or 
other members of what Mostow and Ikeda posit to be “a third gender” within late medieval and 
early modern Japan.77 While I hesitate to engage the term “third gender,” as it implies an 
addition to an already-established pair, I concur that the complicated spaces through which these 
bodies move implies a much wider spectrum of physical and sexual identities at play within 
Japanese history.  
Therefore, the circumstances of the princess’s sudden sexual awakening shifts her 
positionality into one more consonant with other tales of religious figures in love: here, she takes 
on the role of the pursuing male within a male-male relationship. I wish to emphasize the 
significance of this transformation; as I have demonstrated, in premodern Japan, body and 
gender are not considered as bound to one’s sexuality, nor is the princess’s unexpected 
blossoming of sexuality depicted within the tale as anything out of the ordinary. Instead, she 
merely takes on the role most applicable to the kaimami situation established within The Tale of 
Genji that the story hopes to bring to mind. Moreover, the character of Hanawaka at once fits 
well within the passive female role, while also adhering to the hierarchies of beauty and 
androgyny ubiquitous to medieval Japan. The lovers therefore adhere more consistently to the 
varied and fluid understanding of gender and sexuality found within a number of well-known 
Heian precedents I have detailed above, which obscure or omit such delineations
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 “A Confused Tangle of Emotions”: Rethinking Female Sexuality and Sin
 
 The climax of the Seventh Nun’s story takes place after she and Hanawaka have made 
their escape from the imperial palace, culminating in a veritable pandemonium of lust, sex, and 
murder. This chapter will examine the varying layers of sex and sin as they appear in the story, 
as well as the ways in which they reinforce, or alternatively subvert, doctrinal Buddhist attitudes 
regarding female sexuality and salvation in medieval Japan. I will first consider the second 
kaimami scene as initiated to devolve the romantic allusions put forth earlier in the tale. 
Addressing the utilization of sex and violence within otogi-zōshi, I will also examine the 
stigmatization of femininity and famous figures from Heian literature in medieval fiction. The 
harsh moral and ethical judgements attributed to female protagonists in this period emerged from 
the framework of Japanese Buddhism. Detailing the shifting of beliefs regarding women’s 
sexuality and their opportunities for redemption, I argue that medieval understandings of 
womanhood as reflected in medieval doctrine and literature offered a much more nebulous 
framework for premodern Japanese audiences to interpret various issues with and understandings 
of the female body. 
 The princess and her small party arrive at a rural inn to await a boat that will ferry them 
away to a safe place. When the innkeeper’s wife sees the princess, however, she is overcome 
with lust for the beautiful girl. Once again, the mode through which sexual attraction is aroused 




viewer and the viewed. Certainly, the princess inhabits the body of a beautiful young female, but 
her positionality in her relationship with Hanawaka as well as in becoming an object of desire for 
a woman, again suggest that one’s sexuality within medieval Japanese culture was neither clearly 
defined nor constant.  
 Thoroughly impressed with the princess’s beauty, the innkeeper’s wife orchestrates yet 
another kaimami. Eagerly telling her husband of the extraordinary beauty that was currently 
residing within their lodgings, she insists that he go and covertly gaze upon the princess: “I’m a 
woman too, but I was so taken by her, so entranced, that I dropped what I was holding . . . For a 
sight you’ll never forget as long as you live, go steal a glimpse of her,” she urges.78 Such 
disclosures on the part of his wife certainly pique the interest of the innkeeper, and he covertly 
views the princess through a crack in the door.  
Once again, there is a bit of inconsistency regarding the tale’s attitudes surrounding 
female desire. As I discussed in the previous chapter, while it was common for beautiful young 
men who performed as dancers or in other feminine guises to attract the attentions of other men, 
by the Edo period, it was considered distasteful for women to be attracted to the type of person 
who adhered more closely to feminine-coded constructs of gender, regardless of actual sex.79 
However, while specific manifestations of sexuality were considered to be more privileged or 
prevalent within medieval and early-modern ideology, depictions of romance within fiction as 
well as in contemporaneous writings considered sexual intimacy to be disparate from 
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procreation, taking for granted the notion that most people would engage in sexual intercourse 
with “either and both” sexes and across a variety of gender expressions.  
This instance of kaimami more closely parallels the style more commonly found within 
Heian fiction and other otogi-zōshi, wherein the one being viewed is hidden in a secluded and 
darkened room, unaware of the fact that she is being watched. The circumstances of the 
princess’s initial sighting of Hanawaka is here neatly inverted: now the princess is the one who is 
covertly viewed, the dichotomy of masculine and feminine is more pronounced, the space shifts 
from the public sphere to the private, and the tone of the kaimami is stripped of its poetic beauty, 
replaced with something invasive and ominous. 
 Like his wife, the innkeeper is immediately entranced by the princess, and decides that it 
would be no trouble for him to murder the boy and rape the princess. Such an escalation is not 
unheard of within literary instances of kaimami, and graphic sex and violence is often implicit 
within otogi-zōshi.80 The sexual violence inherent throughout otogi-zōshi, even those that depict 
such activities within the bounds of romantic love, not only reflect the more unfortunate realities 
of the human experience, but also function as a narrative ploy on the part of the proselytizing 
storyteller to garner and captivate an audience.81  
 Another curious trend that emerged within medieval Japanese literature and theatre was 
that of the incorporation of famous female figures from the Heian period into stock characters 
which served as disturbing and damnable allusions of feminine vice. To name but two examples, 
the esteemed poets Ono no Komachi and Izumi Shikibu became fictionalized subjects of a 
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number of plays and short stories which were utilized to teach Buddhist ideology regarding 
female sexuality, sin, and salvation.82 The characterizations of these women, however, did not 
celebrate their contributions to the ancient literary Golden Age inasmuch as they became 
allegories of the dangers of female sexuality. Though stories detailing their beauty and the 
circumstances of various love affairs (some true, many most likely fabricated) were known in the 
medieval period, Ono no Komachi and Izumi Shikibu were recast as horrific phantoms of 
unchecked feminine lust throughout didactic Buddhist otogi-zōshi. Ono no Komachi’s prolific 
work and notable beauty is stripped from her, and she appears throughout medieval art and otogi-
zōshi as a poverty-stricken remnant of her former self, wandering the world in a decaying body 
ravaged by time and sexuality; she is often portrayed as a ghastly old crone, disease-ridden leper, 
or even an animated corpse.83 Another famed female poet, Izumi Shikibu, receives similar 
literary treatment, in one instance described as having contracted syphilis from sleeping 
around.84 While Izumi Shikibu’s affairs in reality were noted in diaries from her contemporaries, 
there is no mention of her actually being covered in sores as she is depicted in these tales, and the 
scholar R. Keller Kimbrough suggests that this addition was most likely included by clerics as a 
means through which to preach against sexual indecency among women, or even to proselytize 
directly to prostitutes in the medieval period.85 
 The narrative structure of these tales often follow the same pattern. After detailing their 
sexual exploits, the protagonists lament their attachments to desire, and receive severe 
punishment before death, or else experience sudden enlightenment and renounce the world. 
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Instead, the inclusion of famous figures cast them as a kind of “celebrity spokesperson,” 
appropriating the voices of well-known women to attest to the powers of the Lotus Sutra and the 
righteousness of following Buddhist ideals.86 However, as we see in “The Seven Nuns,” such 
tales are not limited solely to fictionalized versions of famous women, nor are the lessons 
espoused by the tales always given precedence.  
While I have previously attested to the likelihood of “The Seven Nuns” being composed 
by a clerical male author, it is important to keep in mind that the early oral tradition of otogi-
zōshi as entertainment in the form of public storytelling suggests that the various tellers each 
contributed their own adaptations to the tale.87 Coupled with the invitation for audience 
involvement, which was common in both fictive performance as well as in the method of 
Buddhist proselytization at the time, many of the voices and experiences of the characters in the 
story likely felt real to its audience, having been contributed to directly by such unnamed 
contributors as nuns, women from various social backgrounds, and any other inclusion of the 
various people whose personal backgrounds and understandings of human nature were utilized to 
guide the narrative.88 As such, otogi-zōshi are overwrought with sex and violence as a kind of 
selling point, overshadowing or even occasionally eclipsing the religious morals tacked on at the 
end.  
Within “The Seven Nuns,” such violence-as-entertainment tactics similarly appear 
throughout the other nuns’ stories, though it is the Seventh Nun’s tale which truly employs these 
themes in order to excise the princess from the jaws of karmic and social ruin into a model of 
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Buddhist salvation through repentance.89 During the medieval period, when Japan was in a state 
of constant civil war, society became increasingly focused on militarization, and, by extension, 
the control of women’s bodies and sexuality.90 While I have discussed earlier the circumstances 
that worked to isolate and dictate roles for women through marriage and legal means, Buddhist 
attitudes emerging during this time shared in the goal of reigning in feminine lust by policing the 
female body. While pollutive taboos against women’s bodies were widespread throughout 
medieval Japanese society, Buddhism at this time, further incorporating a number of ideals from 
the Confucian tradition, depicted women as being inherently inferior to men, relegating women’s 
duties to serving her father, husband, and son over the course of her lifetime.91 As a result, an 
increased emphasis on chastity and fidelity on the part of women (but not men, to whom they 
were obligated) effectively detached sexual autonomy from the female body.92  
The idea of female sexuality as something shameful and sinful is most easily discerned 
by the increasing prevalence of tales, both in popular fiction as well as in Buddhist 
proselytization, of women transforming into snakelike demons due to their emotions of lust and 
jealousy (the latter understood as being exclusively feminine) going unchecked.93 While monks 
and scholars had outlined and accepted hindrances to salvation for women in the Buddhist 
context prior to this time, these ideas were not particularly well-known among laypeople, or were 
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otherwise ignored by female practitioners entirely.94 By the medieval period, however, an 
increased focus on salvation and the reigning in of feminine sexuality (as well as the supposed 
pollutive nature of the female body itself, which will be discussed in the next chapter), found 
more widespread acceptance through direct proselytization to laywomen. 
These concepts culminated in a particularly explicit religious text that gained much 
popularity in the latter half of the medieval period. Known as the Blood Bowl Sutra, the texts and 
iconography cast women into a gendered realm of the Buddhist hells consisting of a lake of 
boiling blood; they must then spend an exorbitant amount of time working off the negative 
karma accrued by spilling menstrual and parturitive blood in the world (that is to say, around 
men), by swimming through these pools of their own uterine blood with mouths agape.95 Further 
crimes and punishments accumulated if the woman died giving birth, failed to become a mother, 
exhibited jealous behavior towards her husband, and other such supposed violations and 
transgressions that were nevertheless conceived of as intrinsic to all women.96  
Women at the time did not, however view the demonization of womanhood and the 
female body in fictive and theological literature as being completely misogynistic and hopeless. 
In the late medieval period, a popular movement emerging from the itinerant nuns known as 
Kumano bikuni saw a similar ideography promulgated as a means of salvation for all of 
womankind.97 As such, many images and texts from this time stress the significance of further 
female involvement in the religious sphere, depicting Buddhist nuns affiliated with these temples 
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preaching directly to laywomen.98 Though spreading and reinforcing notions of female 
inferiority and pollution, the lectures given by nuns offered another form of soteriological hope 
for women.  
According to the texts and images the Kumano nuns lectured from, women may, by 
understanding their fates, not only lessen the severity of their punishment, but call upon the 
female Bodhisattva Nyoirin Kannon, who would descend to them in Buddhist and intervene on 
their behalf. Nyoirin Kannon, protector of women and the weak, is often depicted lifting women 
out of the torturous pits and pools of blood so that they may serve out their punishment in 
comfort alongside the deity, if not escape from the hell realms entirely.99 While this message 
outright allowed for the possibility of salvation for women, it also granted them direct agency 
regarding their posthumous existences, a sentiment that had not been expressed in previous 
teachings and constructions of women’s karma.100 
 Women who grew jealous of their husbands, spurned by their lovers, or were displaced 
by (younger or more beautiful) concubines, were thought to transform into literal man-eating 
demons, and spend their time in the Blood Bowl Hell in such a form.101 As such, popular stories 
told of extraordinary events of demonic transformation in the wake of a woman falling victim to 
her own feelings and sexuality. This trope likewise appears in “The Seven Nuns,” in the Fifth 
Nun’s tale of how she came to renounce the world. Seeing no way to get her husband to return to 
her, the Fifth Nun grows increasingly jealous and awakens one morning with scales embedded in 
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her skin and horns beginning to sprout on her forehead.102 Warned that such a transformation is a 
sign that she is falling victim to her lust and jealously, it is suggested that the young woman 
should learn the ways of Buddhism, which the Fifth Nun initially rejects in her quest for 
vengeance against her husband. Thus, it is only after a conscious effort on the part of the woman 
to give into her sinful feelings and act as the sexual aggressor that her demonization and risk of 
further karmic punishment are exacerbated.  
In “The Seven Nuns,” which boasts a number of highly melodramatic events and 
disparaging remarks by the characters on the drawbacks of womanhood, the audience is able to 
pick up on unspoken cues and read between the lines, considering for themselves what sort of 
questions are most important within the story, or how they themselves might react in a similar 
situation. Those aspects which are clearly fictitious in any sense, as will be discussed in greater 
detail below, still speak to the fears and constructions of female existence within medieval 
Japanese Buddhism. Moreover, the issues discussed are not always accompanied by explicitly 
didactic advice, and even in the case of those tales with clearly moralistic and judgmental 
conclusions, the audience still retains the ability to form its own answers to those questions that 
seem most pertinent. 
As such, there are a number of subversive elements at play within “The Seven Nuns,” 
and similar otogi-zōshi narratives discussed above that forcefully reposition the audience’s 
pathos at the end of the tale in order to retroactively pass judgement on a culturally transgressive 
female protagonist. Film historian Jeanine Basinger asserts that even the simplest and most 
straightforward of narratives featuring and targeted at women unwittingly plant “seeds of unrest, 
even rebellion . . . despite the conventional endings that turn a story into a cautionary tale. When 
                                                 





morality has to dramatize its own opposite to make its point, the opposite takes on a life of its 
own. [It] becomes accidentally ambivalent, contradictory,” even going so far as to elicit a 
questioning of the status quo and one’s own role in society.103 While the nuns ultimately find 
faith and renounce the world, this is not always the most desirable option, nor is it meant to apply 
to all those who hear the story. As an overtly didactic Buddhist text, it is natural that such values 
will be exposited, but the bulk of the story provides a multitude of liminal spaces through which 
the audience may examine or reexamine their own positionality. 
In practice, then, differing depictions of female sexuality within fictive and historical 
narratives attest to medieval Japanese Buddhism’s tendency to “constitute an amalgam of diverse 
and occasionally incompatible ingredients.”104 Thus, while the princess has gone against the 
wishes of her father and the emperor, who was to be her husband, she is not comparably 
condemned by the narrator for her actions, nor is she expected to remain chaste and sexless in 
her romantic relationship with Hanawaka.105  
The circumstances of the princess’s attempted rape, undoubtedly the culmination of sex 
and violence indicative of much otogi-zōshi literature, nevertheless subverts, and in many ways, 
eschews the expectations of such an ordeal. Following Hanawaka’s tragic, passive death at his 
hands, the innkeeper returns to take the princess by force, entirely certain that she will offer no 
resistance now that her lover is dead.106 The expectations of an audience familiar with such 
narratives would likely follow those of the innkeeper; now that the princess is thoroughly 
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isolated and feminized, that is to say, objectified and about to be victimized, one would expect 
passivity leading into her eventual denouement by renunciation. However, the princess’s 
continued rejection of conventional gender roles persists. Unlike Hanawaka, the princess is 
aware of the innkeeper’s intentions, and does not accept a passive fate, taking up Hanawaka’s 
blade and attacking the innkeeper as he draws near. It is not the innkeeper’s realization that he 
has been stabbed and is about to die that shocks him; rather, he is stunned by the princess’s 
unexpected aggression as she drives Hanawaka’s blade into him.107 The narrator of the text 
works to strip some of the blame from the princess, noting that her blow was weak, and the 
severity of the wound is due instead to the fineness of the blade. Thus, the princess’s role as a 
murderer is somewhat muted, though her character retains her subversive agency. 
Despite my assertion that the princess has taken on a traditionally masculine guise over 
the course of the story, I do not wish to impose a psychoanalytic reading on her here. While she 
takes up Hanawaka’s sword in his stead, initially picking up, but then leaving his flute behind, 
the gendered difference between the princess and Hanawaka does not necessarily manifest in the 
form of phallic possession, as some scholars have been apt to imply.108 As Michelle Osterfeld Li 
notes, such a psychoanalytic reading would hardly be understood by the medieval Japanese 
authors, though the innate symbolism may to some extent have been understood in a comparable 
manner as evidenced by the various gender roles the princess takes on over the course of the 
story.109 Another reading may also be proposed wherein the two items reflect the lovers’ roles 
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and ultimate fates in relation to the innkeeper: Hanawaka is beautiful and artistic, but ultimately 
decorative, whereas the princess possesses an unexpected inner strength, and chooses to fight. 
While the innkeeper is condemned for his crimes, the princess, who actively murders her 
assailant, is not depicted as being at fault. While she is most certainly the victim in this scenario 
and was merely defending herself against her attacker, it should be noted that such sympathetic 
understandings are rarely afforded to the assaulted women within otogi-zōshi.110 Whereas the 
other nuns are held deeply at fault for the actions that led to their hardships, whether or not it was 
through any fault of their own, the narrator of the princess’s tale marvels only at the bad luck that 
has befallen her. The princess is not held accountable for her actions that directly resulted in the 
deaths of two men, but that such bizarre circumstances must be divine retribution for her 
transgression against the emperor to whom she was promised.111 
As with each of the tales, the story concludes with a lesson on the “correct” practice and 
understanding, and while these stories were likely composed by male monastics for the leisure 
reading of women, the glorification of becoming a nun is markedly at odds with the status of 
nuns at the time: as stated above, full renunciation was often viewed as a punishment or rejection 
of the roles ascribed to women, depriving society of daughters, wives, and mothers.112 While the 
Seventh Nun is directed by the innkeeper to seek shelter at a nearby temple and renounce, in 
actuality the culturally-acceptable options for her at this point were severely limited; the 
expectations of a medieval audience would allow for her to become a nun, become a prostitute, 
or commit suicide.113 
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Thus, the revelation that in her past, the Seventh Nun was both destined to be empress 
and became a murderer serves as the climax of the entire tale. It is through these extraordinary 
events that the Seventh Nun renounces the world and achieves profound wisdom and 
enlightenment. The sins of her past, driven by desire and resulting in the most heinous of crimes, 
do not deter her, and in fact guide her, into becoming the exemplary nun who teaches the others 
the true meaning of Buddhist revelation. While the final chapter will further examine the 
inconsistencies between the female body and enlightenment found within the text and medieval 
Japanese doctrine, the sins found within the Seventh Nun’s past, stemming from the sexual 
awakening that transformed her into “a confused tangle of emotions” nevertheless enable her to 
achieve salvation.114  
This chapter has demonstrated the various ways in which female sexuality was 
interpreted and dealt with in medieval Japanese fiction. Though the understandings of Buddhist 
doctrine as it related to the female body at the time of its writing offered a number of seemingly 
misogynistic messages, audiences nevertheless utilized these ideas as they saw fit. While sexual 
violence persisted throughout otogi-zōshi, the crucial aim of such a narrative structure was to 
garner and excite an audience, thus allowing for more varied interpretations of the activities 
committed and morals drawn from any given story. Ignominious depictions of famous female 
Heian poets, though meant to impress a standard of morality to women, nevertheless further 
emphasized a continued respect for Heian literature, as well as the ability for medieval women to 
take part in religious practice through writing and salvation during this period. Though various 
teachings within Buddhist doctrine and unflattering portrayals of Heian poets as victims of 
female sexuality spoke of the punishments awaiting women as a result of their emotions and 
                                                 




natural bodily functions, the ways in which women actually engaged with and interpreted these 
ideas instead allowed them to gain a sense of direct control over their current and future lives in a 

























“A Self is an Illusion”: Rejecting the Body in Buddhism 
 
 The story of the Seventh Nun thus far has demonstrated the myriad of gray areas at play 
within the tale. While it is without a doubt a didactic Buddhist text demonstrating the various 
forms of suffering present in the lives of its characters that are ultimately overcome by 
renunciation, it nevertheless eschews several key components of medieval Buddhist doctrine. 
This chapter examines the ways in which the female body is presented in the case of the Seventh 
Nun. First, I detail the predominantly negative ways in which a woman’s body was constructed 
within medieval Japanese Buddhist thought.  
I then explore the inconsistencies within these frameworks that emerged during this 
period, as well as those found in a number of contemporaneous miracle tales that refute or 
circumvent limitations to enlightenment due to one’s feminized body. I then consider the status 
of a woman’s body once she has renounced the world to become a nun, while further 
complicating these ideas by looking at the Seventh Nun’s renunciation in particular. Discussing 
the concept of anatman, or “no-self,” as well as the Seventh Nun’s post-renunciation pseudonym, 
Kon Amida Butsu, I will address the disparate ideologies at play that serve to emphasize her 
remarkable enlightenment and complete rejection of a physical self. Paying close attention to the 
sermon given by the Seventh Nun, I argue that her command of Buddhist teachings mark her, 




 As discussed in the previous chapter, while renouncing the world was thought to accrue 
some karmic merit, it can be seen that becoming a nun was not always a viable or desirable 
option. While many women who wished to become nuns did so late in life after raising their 
children and fulfilling their family obligations, they were still seen as failing to uphold the duties 
ascribed to them by female birth, and furthermore, full renunciation was often understood to be a 
form of punishment or exile for one’s misdeeds.115 While the Seventh Nun is certainly guilty of a 
number of transgressions, her renunciation in particular is presented as a decision worthy of 
praise. Marveling at her command of the dharma, which demonstrates her status as an 
enlightened being, the story concludes by urging all who would read it to renounce the world and 
pursue enlightenment as she does.116 This then raises the question of enlightenment for women, 
and the numerous ways in which female bodies were thought to achieve salvation within 
medieval Japanese Buddhism. 
The Blood Bowl Sutra as discussed previously was not the only Buddhist text which 
spoke to women on the issue of their bodies and hope for salvation. The “Devadatta” chapter 
within the Lotus Sutra features a pair of stories which purport that the Buddha will offer 
enlightenment to anyone, even the lowliest of creatures, such as Devadatta, the evil enemy of the 
Buddha, and also women.117 The tale of female enlightenment, that of the Dragon King’s 
Daughter, is not without its problems in interpretation. In the story, two of the Buddha’s disciples 
debate before him on the possibility of women achieving enlightenment. One of the men asserts 
that it is impossible for a woman to attain enlightenment due to the implicit filthiness of her very 
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body.118 Other disciples suggest that, perhaps after exorbitant trials and tribulations and with 
strict studying of the dharma across many lifetimes, one may be able to be reborn into an upper 
realm in a male body, thus allowing for the possibility of one once born into a female body to 
eventually become enlightened. The Buddha then recalls to his followers the tale of the Dragon 
King’s Daughter, who was able to gain enlightenment in her own body. Challenged to prove her 
mastery of the dharma and achieve nirvana, the Dragon King’s Daughter turns her body into that 
of a man, and obtains the profound wisdom of a fully perfected being.  
Modern feminist scholarship questions the prerequisite that a woman must turn into a 
man in order to achieve enlightenment. Borrowing from Judith Butler’s discourse on the 
performativity of gender, John Powers discusses a preoccupation in the early Indian texts with 
excessively masculine bodies: thus, the Buddha was meant to exhibit a perfected masculinity as 
it was conceived of within that time and culture.119 However, while negative, misogynistic views 
of the female body, coupled with a desperate hope for salvation from the female form were 
adopted and internalized by medieval Japanese women as well, many schools of Buddhist 
thought at the time rejected the idea that one must become a man in order to attain enlightenment 
in a variety of ways. 
While the scriptures maintained that only men were able to be reborn in the Pure Land, 
theoretical interpretations by monks asserted that those currently inhabiting female bodies were 
nevertheless able to reach that realm due to the compassion of Amida Butsu. Echoing the 
sentiments of the “Devadatta” chapter, one tract contends that even sinners will be forgiven in 
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the Pure Land, so logically women who study the dharma must also be able to go there, and will 
be instantaneously reborn as men.120 In practice, women often envisioned themselves as being 
able to escape samsara within their lifetimes and be reborn in the Pure Land in their current 
female bodies. Many accounts describe offerings of female clothes and accessories to one’s 
female relatives in the Pure Land, and miracle tales talk of women seeing themselves and female 
loved ones still within their recognizably female bodies.121 Thus, while Buddhist doctrine 
professed women’s bodies to be inherently impure and required to undergo some sort of 
transformation in order to achieve profound wisdom, female adherents did not necessarily share 
in these conceptions in actual thought and practice.  
To become a nun was, in a way, to give up one’s female body. Shaving one’s head and 
shedding feminine clothing and makeup signified the end of bodily experience as a sexual being. 
Many visualization exercises within the Buddhist monastic tradition instructed the renunciant to 
break attachments and attraction to the physical body by envisioning a beautiful woman 
metamorphosing into a decaying cadaver.122 Utilizing shock value as a type of aversion therapy, 
monks were able to shed their desire for the female body, seen as a deterrent to celibacy and 
enlightenment, by dramatically objectifying and viscerally tainting the female body-as-
cadaver.123 In practice, however, women did not always eschew their sexuality following 
renunciation. Though one miraculous tale celebrates the purity of a certain nun whose advanced 
spirituality was evidenced by her lack of a vagina, many nuns continued to take part in carnal 
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relations even after their renunciations.124 Several of the rules and regulations for nuns do not 
condemn sexuality, but instead suggest ways in which nuns can resist temptation and engage in 
sexual intercourse without becoming pregnant; even after taking the tonsure, “it was often 
assumed that [a nun] would fall into sexual relations with a monk.”125 Once again, the actuality 
of the female experience, even as a renunciant in medieval Japan, allowed for women to possess 
female bodies and feminine sexuality despite what was allocated within Buddhist doctrine.  
Similar constructions of the male body as horrific were not perceived by nuns, who 
instead meditated on the impurity of the female body, and possibly their own bodies and 
sexualities, through the lens of male gaze. Likewise incorporating notions of gaze theory from 
film studies, Liz Wilson notes the self-objectification of women by women, who enter narratives 
through the male protagonist, and thus view women and the world through his eyes.126 By 
presenting male-as-default in conjunction with an eroticized female other, the de-sexed and de-
sexualized nun’s body thus meditates on the idea of and repulsion towards a sexualized female 
cadaver as a male monastic would.127 “The Seven Nuns,” however, does not need to employ such 
strategies of positionality, as each nun is cast as the protagonist within their respective narratives, 
allowing for a female audience to directly enter into and engage with. 
The objectification process of the female body by nuns is oftentimes depicted in 
hagiographic narratives by the mortification of the body, thus signifying a total rejection of 
attraction and attachment to women by men through the nun’s willingness to disfigure herself.128 
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Beyond the shaving of one’s head, several tales describe nuns plucking out their eyes or severing 
their limbs in order to prove their devotion to the dharma and rejection of the desires of the flesh, 
even as deterrents against assault and rape.129 The Seventh Nun provides an interesting 
counterpoint to such ideals. Moreover, in the case of her attempted rape, she wounds the body of 
her attacker rather than her own. Regarding her taking of the tonsure during her renunciation, the 
princess’s feelings are not clearly expressed due to the heterodiegetic narrative structure of the 
tale, so the reader is not privy to her thought process as in the cases of the other nuns. However, 
we are offered a brief, final glimpse into the nature of the princess’s physical form as she cuts off 
her hair and removes her makeup: prior to the modification of her appearance into that of an 
itinerant beggar nun, she was “flowerlike.”130 
The Seventh Nun’s sermon, therefore, speaks to Buddhist attitudes regarding the lack of 
self, or anatman. The dharma urges one to break free from desire and attachment; since nothing 
in this world is permanent, it follows that there also is “no such thing as a permanent self . . .  it 
is precisely because [people] cling to the idea of such an unchanging core that [they] experience 
suffering.”131 Any understanding of self or body, therefore, is an illusion. What is reborn is 
merely an impermanent aggregation of various karmic seeds that continues to be subject to the 
endless cycles of birth and death, until the point wherein full understanding of the dharma is 
achieved, and nirvana is obtained, finally extinguishing the combination of parts from all realms 
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of samsara.132 The Seventh Nun particularly admonishes the other women for their persistent 
preoccupation with worldly concerns by reciting a poem: 
Everyone’s temporary lodgings are ramshackle. 
The moonlight that comes filtering in 
 Is the proprietor.133  
The poem further emphasizes the impermanence and ultimate meaninglessness of 
physical bodies; the true worth here is the illumination cast by the moon, a commonly-used motif 
representing the Buddha and the dharma. The other nuns are impressed by the Seventh Nun’s 
blunt, sagelike character. They beg to know her identity, to which she replies: “I have no name 
and no self. A self is an illusion.”134 Thus, the Seventh Nun’s command of poetry and doctrinal 
commentary spans several schools of contemporaneous Buddhist thought, encapsulating the 
belief of no-self while urging her audience to live an unattached, itinerant lifestyle. 
The Seventh Nun herself sees no merit in telling her story, as in her view, complicating 
any idea of self and materiality beyond its most simplistic appearance only reinforces 
attachments and delusion.135 The informant who steps in to share her tale, then, is able to 
construct the portrayal of the Seventh Nun within the narrative in quite a different manner than 
would be accomplished had she recounted it herself. Though the contents of the story are highly 
dramatic and facilitate empathy, these emotions are employed to provide a sharp contrast to the 
itinerant Seventh Nun following her renunciation and enlightenment. As such, her character 
comes across as one marked by profound wisdom and heroism. 
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Within the Zen tradition, those figures who are able to harness their strong personalities 
were known as daijōbu, or “great manly heroes.” Unlike some of the other traditions I have 
discussed, Zen Buddhism did not consider gender to be a deterrent to achieving enlightenment. 
The rhetoric of equality in Zen, extending the possibility to reach nirvana to all sentient beings, 
citing the ability of the Dragon King’s Daughter, a creature of the animal realm, to achieve 
enlightenment.136 As such, the ability for one to exhibit the heroic characteristics of the daijōbu, 
regardless of gender, is explicitly stated in the writings of Dahui, Dōgen, and Eison, and were 
well studied in medieval Japan.137 While the inherent manliness and masculinity carried in the 
term daijōbu may be translated and understood as applying to and manifesting within the body of 
one of any gender, the legendary traits of heroism and confidence are nevertheless perceived of 
as being male. However, the masculinity of the daijōbu is not conceived of at the bodily level, 
but internally: in the writings of the medieval Zen monk Eison, if anyone, for example a woman, 
is able to perceive the dharma and reach enlightenment by thinking within the daijōbu rhetoric, 
“one must thus call her a man [nanshi].”138 Thus, the ability to move throughout and across the 
constructions of gender is not limited to the performance of masculinity or of possessing a male 
form; rather, the key lies in the ways in which one perceives oneself in the mind. 
The character of the Seventh Nun as she appears at the inn echoes these sentiments. Her 
enlightenment radiates from her, and she possesses great self-confidence and religious authority. 
Though she is now old and dressed in rags, her appearance attests to her unattachment to the 
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material world, and her beauty is instead found in her wise and peaceful aura. Moreover, because 
she is referred to at this point in the story as Kon Amida Butsu, Childs points out, “suggest[s] 
that she is a living Buddha or manifestation of Amida Buddha.”139 As such, the profoundly 
enlightened being within the story happens to be, and is not hindered by its presence within, the 
body of a transgressive woman. 
The various ways in which the Seventh Nun is presented throughout the tale as princess, 
the Seventh Nun, and Kon Amida Butsu exemplify the numerous ways through which one may 
identify and experience the world. As shown above in my discussion of these issues in several 
schools of Buddhist thought at the time, the story reinforces the sentiment that the form of one’s 
body does not dictate or inhibit one’s gender, sexuality, or potential for salvation.  
If the body one is in is ultimately meaningless, then limitations to dharma and 
enlightenment on the basis of womanhood, especially when cast in a hierarchical binary against 
manhood, are empty and erroneous. The numerous transgressions and transformations exhibited 
by the Seventh Nun over the course of her journey demonstrate a rejection of self- and culturally-
constructed limitations, allowing one to operate fluidly through, and ultimately transcend the 
bounds of one’s own body. 
As this chapter has demonstrated, the seemingly misogynistic view towards women’s 
bodies in medieval Japanese Buddhism is marked by countless contradictions, both within 
specific doctrines that became widespread at this time, as well as in the ways in which 
practitioners themselves chose to interpret such understandings. Not only did concurrent 
scholarship of soteriological Buddhist texts extent the possibility of salvation to women, but the 
shedding of one’s female form was no longer considered to be mandatory. While nuns were 
                                                 





indeed considered to be stripped of their womanhood once they had renounced, in practice it has 
been shown that most nuns did not wait until they had borne children and ceased menstruation, 
and continued to engage in sexual intercourse afterward.  
As this chapter has shown, the Seventh Nun’s renunciation shows something of a 
departure from common hagiographic stories concerning nuns. The Seventh Nun is portrayed as 
an eminent, capable figure in complete command of herself (or lack thereof), while also offering 
a powerful and relatable protagonist for female audiences to strive to. Moreover, the Seventh 
Nun is blunt and confident in her understanding the dharma, and her sermon as presented by the 
unknown narrator tenuously places her within the lineage of great Zen masters and heroes. 
Furthermore, the pseudonym Kon Amida Butsu elevates her further by suggesting that she may 
indeed be an incarnation of the ruler of the Pure Land on earth, and within a female body 
besides. The Seventh Nun’s compelling speech on non-attachment, so crucial along the path to 
attaining enlightenment, urges her audience (both at the inn and as readers of the story) not to get 














Pulling Back the Blinds 
 
 As this thesis has demonstrated, constructions of gender, sexuality, and the body in the 
context of medieval Japan are not as simple and straightforward as they may initially appear. The 
Seventh Nun’s journey within the tale, as well as the ways in which the otogi-zōshi genre as a 
whole spoke to women offers a complicated and multi-faceted lens through which to view the 
realities of medieval Japanese life. 
 The first chapter addressed the adaptability of gender and aesthetics as they were 
understood in medieval Japan. Drawing from Heian-era literature and poetry, the language of 
love and beauty utilized within “The Seven Nuns” lends well to the relatively fluid means by 
which the princess was able to recast herself following her sexual awakening. By looking at 
notable disruptions or re-imaginings of gender roles as they appear in a number of well-known 
literary sources from the Heian canon, among them The Changelings and The Lady who Loved 
Insects, it is clear that notions of gender and sexuality in the premodern era offered much more 
versatility in the understanding of gender and the body. Moreover, when one considers the 
depictions of those instances that may be considered transgressive on a case-by-case basis, such 
as in the linguistic descriptions of Hanawaka, clear binaries of gender and sexuality are 
effectively dismantled, as premodern Japan considered the primacy of beauty instead as the 
instigator of attraction. Despite the characteristically feminine descriptors with which he is 




culture recognized the existence of numerous gender roles, presentations, and expressions 
beyond such strict dichotomies. As such, both the princess and Hanawaka move throughout the 
story in various forms of culturally-construed masculinity that differs from binary-based 
understandings of gender and performance.  
 Regarding sexuality, the second chapter examined the conventional Buddhist 
understandings of sex at the time as contrasted with their manifestations in the Seventh Nun’s 
story. As I have argued, the love affair between the princess and Hanawaka more closely follows 
concurrent depictions of male-male relationships in otogi-zōshi, which offers further insight into 
the ways in which sexuality was conceived of and acted out. Certainly, the tragic fate of 
Hanawaka continues to problematize a distinct division of gender and sexual roles, but it also 
highlights yet another shift in the positionality of the princess as a sexual being. Unlike the 
famed female authors of the Heian era Murasaki Shikibu and Ono no Komachi, whose renowned 
literary prowess and tumultuous love affairs were reconceived as dramatic morality tales during 
the medieval period, the princess is not condemned for being sexually active, nor is she relegated 
to the passive role within her relationship or in the circumstances of her attempted rape. Rather, 
the princess continues to assert her agency over her own body and sexuality, culminating in the 
climactic event wherein she murders her attacker. These circumstances spur her religious 
awakening, and despite the karmic stains of lust, sex, and murder, she is able to fully renounce 
the sins of her past and achieve a state of profound wisdom and enlightenment. 
 In the third chapter, I analyzed the ambivalent interpretations of the female-sexed body 
within medieval Japanese Buddhism. The misogynistic attitudes surrounding women that cast 
their bodies as hindrances to enlightenment are not uniformly reflected within the story of “The 




devotion through faith, regardless of her female body and colorful past of sex and violence does 
not exclude her from the potential for enlightenment suggested by contemporaneous religious 
doctrine. Indeed, by examining the ways in which actual women received and understood these 
teachings prove that there were many more interpretations for and by women through their lived 
experience than were allowed for in official religious authorities and histories. Indeed, it is the 
extraordinary life of Kon Amida Butsu that is the impetus for the story of “The Seven Nuns” as a 
whole. The presence of Kon Amida Butsu at the inn, the trials she is able to overcome in order to 
achieve true revelation as evidenced in the powerful sermon she imparts is the “very rare and 
wonderful” occurrence at the inn that the proprietress eagerly extols.140 The stories of the other 
nuns serve to set the stage for the Seventh Nun, who emerges as the story’s hero. The Seventh 
Nun establishes herself as something of a Zen master, if not a living Buddha, whose 
enlightenment has enabled her to, among other things, see through the meaninglessness of 
attachments to gender and the body. Rather, her characterization as a great manly hero 
emphasizes the Zen understanding that one’s gender is expressed instead through action and 
mind, and may be just as easily amended through one’s internal conception of oneself. 
 I would like to return to my consideration of gaze as it functions throughout the tale. It is 
not only a question of male versus female gaze limited to the characters of the story, but also the 
role of the viewer and that which is viewed. Citing the process of “focalization” posited by the 
Dutch literary theorist Mieke Bal, Doris G. Bargen notes in her study of the Genji that the role of 
the reader plays just as integral a role in the construction of gaze as do the figures of the 
perceiver and the perceived.141 The dichotomy between the (usually male) lover who observes 
                                                 
140 Childs, “The Seven Nuns” in Rethinking Sorrow, 91. 
 





and the (usually female lover) who is observed within scenes of kaimami also implicitly carries 
with it a space for the reader to enter and shape the space through their own gaze. As I have 
discussed, the diverse conceptions of femininity, masculinity, and expansive gender roles and 
performances mapped onto the bodies of the characters throughout the story do not exist in states 
of constancy at the individual level or during the course of the story. Therefore, because the 
numerous possibilities offered for the expression and navigation of gender reflect the nebulous 
manner in which it was conceived of in premodern Japanese society. Thus, the gender identities 
of the author, the audience, and the characters depicted within the work all come into play in 
order to covertly form the perception and positionality of gaze.142  
While such constructions within otogi-zōshi may not function in accordance with modern 
or heteronormative binaries regarding boundaries between bodies, gender, and the self, they also 
do not attempt to offer a clear and singular prescription for bodily experience for the characters 
depicted, or, by extension, the story’s audience. Moreover, as my rereading of these themes uses 
as its locus the example of a single character within a single story, it is by no means an 
exhaustive analysis of otogi-zōshi or gender theory as it may be applied to medieval Japanese 
Buddhist literature. As such, the ways though which we may gain deeper insight and hopefully 
will expand upon the possibilities for further study. 
While the figures and anecdotes woven throughout these tales may suggest an image of 
the self, they may be thought of as shadows cast upon a screen: familiar in form, but vague and 
incomplete in detail, and not necessarily reflective of the whole. As the Seventh Nun’s story 
demonstrates, the beauty of the bejeweled blind may dazzle the eye, but even the merest glimpse 
into the beyond can completely overturn one’s way of thinking. 
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